In this article, Rudolf Otto's seminal work, Das Heilige, is explored in the German original and in relation to his other writings, his debts to Lutheranism, German romanticism and neo-Kantianism, and the rich context of Marburg in the interwar period. The article stresses Otto's own attested religious experiences and his profound influence among leading 'religionists' of the later twentieth century such as Jung, Tillich, Eliade, and Corbin.
Many scholars harbour the ambition of producing a single seminal work. Otto's Das Heilige was just such a book and its influence persists. In his recent Gifford Lectures, published as The Face of God, the leading contemporary philosopher Roger Scruton refers to Otto's pioneering theory of the numinous in his own theory of the sacred. 1 Notwithstanding such recent endorsements, Das Heilige is perhaps a book generally more referenced than studied. It is frequently regarded as a rather dated 'classic': venerable but of little persisting contemporary interest. This is unfortunate because the work is justifiably one of the great theological works of the last century and warrants renewed attention for its continuing philosophical and theological relevance.
The influence and power of Das Heilige has always been somewhat surprising. The book was not a typical offering of the Zeitgeist. If anything, Otto was already an unfashionable figure in the period after the First World War. His colleague and namesake Rudolf Bultmann represented the avant-garde in theology in Marburg. Otto seemed to belong to a slightly antiquated liberal, Neo-Kantian world, one that had been decisively disrupted and subverted by the force of Dialectical Theology. In this article I wish to look at the text itself, especially the German original. I then propose to consider this book's relation to other works of Otto, especially his Indological works. Finally, I wish to consider the remarkable influence of this work upon a number of major authors in the theological/religious studies world during the last century.
The English edition was translated as The Idea of the Holy but it is Das Heilige: Über das Irrationale in der Idee des Göttlichen und sein Verhältnis zum Rationalen. 'The Holy'unmediated and with the definite article -is the subject of the book. Yet the book is also concerned with the limits of rationality in relation to the experience of the Divine. While one might observe that the English title is potentially misleading, the subtitle does include the idea of the Divine and its relation to the irrational: The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and its Relation to the Rational. Otto sees the Platonic tradition in particular as maintaining this sense of the limits of rationality within Christian theology. 2 He often refers to the 'Epékeina der Mystik' , where the reference is to Plato's Republic 509 or the nihil of the German mystics like Eckhart. 3 Otto does not wish to denigrate the intellectual component in religious belief but to convey the non-or supra-rational dimension of the encounter with the sacred. His target is a narrow rationalism. Nor does he wish to defend what he dismisses as 'mystischer Wanderlust am mysterium ' . 4 In fact, he defends Christianity as 'eine rationale Religion ' . 5 This tension in Otto, between his appeal to the non-rational in religion and Christianity in particular, while refusing to collude with the popular contemporary appeals to the 'irrational' among his German contemporaries, is significant. Otto's own intellectual lineage is shaped primarily by the tradition of Schleiermacher and Ritschl, and yet his distinctive contribution -as he himself candidly admits -breaks beyond the limitations and constraints of his more immediate mentors. For all his debts to Neo-Kantianism and Fries, Otto is perhaps best thought of as the inheritor of the German Romantic tradition, including Goethe and Schleiermacher. He does not wish to deny the importance of the Enlightenment but he wishes to criticise its narrow focus. The sacred is certainly more than the assumed ethical mores and strictures of a given society. His use of the 'pagan' Goethe to critique the Christian theologian Schleiermacher's all too sanguine and optimistic God-consciousness is an example of this. It was the error of desiccated Neo-Kantianism and the Schleiermacher-Ritschl school, in particular, that it failed to recognise the non-rational element of the experience of the Divine (p. 21). Otto is a great admirer of Goethe and presents with vigour the great poet's vision:
Das Schaudern ist der Menschheit bestes Teil
Wie auch die Welt ihm das Gefühl verteuere, Ergriffen fühlt er tief das Ungeheure. (Faust II, Another example of Otto's literary imagination shaping his theology is the striking avowal of the lines of the chorus in Sophocles which states that of all the many wonders (ta deina) none are more wonderful (deinoteron) than man. Or is it terrible? The same Greek word (deinos) means both.
Ultimately, Otto is perhaps best seen within the German Christian mystical tradition of Meister Eckhart and his followers. Otto presents a vision of Christianity, and religion at its highest forms, as grounded upon a certain transforming vision of life as grounded in transcendent holiness, realised, for Otto, most aptly and perfectly in the figure of Jesus. This, for him, is neither infantile escapism nor stubborn and anxious cognitive dissonance, but the perception of reality that the deeper forms of religious experience furnishes. This reality is denied by both the rationalists and the sceptics but it is supported throughout the centuries and across cultures by what he calls a 'numinosen Gemüts-gestimmtheit' , 'a numinous attunement of the heart and soul' of the poets and the mystics.
We think it not accident that Otto exhibited a rare and sophisticated awareness of the mystical traditions of the Indian subcontinent and the Far East. Unlike Schopenhauer, whose excursus into German and Indian mysticism swayed between speculative empathy and 2 almond, Rudolf Otto, 28; Gooch, 'rudolf otto as Platonist' . distortion or parody, Otto could draw upon a deep and precise knowledge of these sources in the original texts while nevertheless producing a highly constructive and imaginative insight into Eckhart and Śaṅkara based upon his original insight expressed in Das Heilige.
On page eight of Das Heilige Otto politely bids that whosoever cannot empathise with this sense of the Holy should stop reading the book ('ist gebeten nicht weiter zu lessen'). Otto in Das Heilige attempts to convey or evoke the pre-linguistic experience of the holy that he proposes as a generic and transcultural feature of humanity. Yet a number of my observations in this article concern the German text. This is not for the sake of scholarly pedantry. Das Heilige possesses a poetic quality: Otto consciously deploys somewhat archaic German terms, like Ahndung or Gemüt, as instances, one might assume, of this pre-conceptual 'divination' or awareness of the numen. This was not because he harboured a chauvinistic attitude to the German tongue, like that of Heidegger who viewed Greek and German as the sole custodians of philosophical truths. On the contrary, Otto was an expert and sensitive philologist, who remarked upon the singular expressive force of English words like 'awe' or phrases from the King James Bible like 'he stood aghast' . He notes on the numinous passage in Habbakuk 2.20, about the divine presence in the Jerusalem Temple, that the German word 'geistet' is not as effective as 'haunt' , and spuken (spook) fails to convey the sublime Shekinah or glory of Jahweh's dwelling:
Jahveh geistet in seinem heiligen Tempel.
Es sei stille vor ihm alle Welt
Das englische to haunt ist edler als unser 'spuken' . Man dürfte sagen: Jahveh haunts his holy temple Ohne geradezu lästerlich zu sein. 6 (But the Lord is in his holy temple: let all the earth keep silence before him.
The English word 'to haunt' is finer than our 'spuken (to spook)' . One could say that 'Jahweh haunts his holy temple' without being blasphemous.)
We will note, however, that some of the terms employed by Otto, such as 'Gemüt' , 'Gestimmtheit' , 'Stimmung' have important connotations that are lost in the English translation.
The Holy as numinous: 'Ergriffensein vom numen' and 'Gestimmtheit von Riten und Kulten'
One reason for rejecting the claim that Otto was an irrationalist lies in his sustained argumentative polemic against the cultured despisers of religion in his own age and culture. 7 Among Otto's targets were the pervasive naturalistic explanations of his own age and which still dominate contemporary culture, whereby religion is explained, for example, in economic terms (Marx), psycho-sexual factors (Freud), or social forces (Durkheim). If we are to appreciate the non-rational aspect of religious experience in terms of the numinous, 6 otto, Das Heilige, 154. 7 e.g. the critique of 'Sensualismus und Evolutionismus' as the justification for thinking of the holy as a priori; otto, Das Heilige, 137.
Otto's enterprise is best understood as a rejection of such explanatory moves and an insistence upon the irreducibility of phenomenon of the 'holy' . The numinous is conveyed by the Holiness which is more than moral goodness and not an exclusively intellectual state. The Hebrew term Qadosh, hagios (ἅγιος) or sacer/sanctus are not co-exensive with goodness but contain the dimension of numinous. The Holy in the Western (Judaeo-Christian) is paradigmatically experienced as the creaturely encounter with numen praesens that eludes strict rational categorisation. 'Ergriffen vom Numen' is being literally gripped by the numinous. Otto speaks of being 'attuned by ritual and cultic forms' the 'Gestimmtheit von Riten und Kulten' . 8 Lying behind religious rituals, whether primitive and grim or sophisticated and sublime, is the sense of the ineffable mystery transcending all creatures ('unsagbaren Geheimnis über aller kreatur'). This has clear liturgical ramifications. We are attuned to the sacred mystery through rites and cults properly conducted. The 'beauty of holiness' is not mere aestheticism: the liturgy serves to evoke the sense of the numinous. Liturgical reforms that fail to appreciate the importance of the liturgy in this respect are usually ill fated. In this context of the impact of the 'Gestimmtheit von Riten und Kulten' (p. 13) and the Stimmung, it is perhaps worth mentioning music. Otto was clearly a great lover of music and he employs Bach's [Et] Incarnatus of the B Minor Mass, Beethoven's Missa solemnis and Mendelssohn's Psalm 2 setting (Dienet dem Herrn mit Furcht und freuet euch mit Zittern) as paradigmatic examples of the experience of the aesthetic sublime as the expression of holiness. 9 One of the key positions in the book is that the sense of the sacred as a trans-cultural phenomenon cannot be reduced to specific non-religious cultural, psychological or economic factors. This can generate the ire of the reductionists. Otto is appealing to a human religious experience that goes beyond social and cultural contexts, a sense of transcendence, of 'Das ganz Andere!' It is hard to understand how any other creature can have any awareness of its own creatureliness, the sense of finitude that Otto derives (not uncritically) in an encounter with Schleiermacher's principle of a feeling of dependence.
Otto is a Lutheran and his starting point is prophetic and inspired by the complex energy and deep anxiety of the German reformer. 10 The core definition of the holy as 'mysterium tremendum et fascinans' suggests a Lutheran dialectic of exaltation and abasement. 11 The holy both attracts and thereby 'raises up' as the fascinans, which generates the 'Ergriffensein vom numen' , the seizure by the Divine, a state which Otto describes in the language of Pauline rapture and Dionysian ecstasy, as well as through the medieval mystics and Dante's great vision in Paradiso. 12 The 'tremendum' (des Schauervollen or the awful-awe inspiring), however, also drastically conveys the 'Kreaturgefühl' , das Gefühl der Kreatur die in ihrem eigenen Nichts versinkt und vergeht gegenüber dem was über aller Kreatur ist' ('the feeling of the creature sinking into its own nothingness and expiring in the face of that which is beyond all creature'). 13 Scripture is for Christians holy and the majority of Otto's examples are instances of the sacred derived from Scripture. A paradigmatic text for Otto's analysis is Isaiah 6, and his 8 otto, Das Heilige, 13. 9 Cf. Waggener, 'CPe Bach's "Heilig" and the holy of rudolf otto' . vision of the Lord, whose robe filled the temple. Isaiah, overwhelmed by God's holiness, cries 'Woe is me, for I am ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips' . Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God of Hosts. His approach is certainly that of the scholar. In his account of the numinous in the Old Testament, Otto presents a development within the Old Testament of the 'daemonic dread' of the early phase of the numinous to the Second Isaiah 40-66, the God of omnipotent wisdom and goodness. Yet the living aspect of the Deity as 'Zorn' (anger), and 'Affekte' (passions), in the Old Testament has often been misunderstood as crude anthropomorphism, as simply inappropriate attributes.
In fact, this language should be recognised as referring to the numinous dimension of the Deity. 14 Moving on to the New Testament, Otto also views the language of Divine anger and the 'doctrine of predestination' in St Paul as misunderstood reference to the experience of the numinosum. Critical of the rationalistic appropriations of St Paul in the deterministic theories of Leibniz and Schleiermacher, Otto views the Pauline language of the Divine anger and punishment as a cryptogram for the tremendum of the numinous, somewhat in tension with the fascinans of the Divine love and forgiveness. The terrible scandal and absurdity of predestination and election is virtually untenable for a religion like Christianity, with its highly developed ethical and intellectual aspects. Otto maintains that the Pauline account of Predestination is misunderstood as a theory in opposition to alternative accounts of Divine action and human freedom. Predestination, properly understood, is 'nichts anderes als ein Ideogramm gesteigerten Kreaturgefühls' , i.e. 'nothing but an ideogram of the enhanced feeling of creatureliness' . 15 As I first read these pages, it seemed that I was reading a defence of the doctrine of predestination. It now seems the opposite. Predestination in Paul, according to Otto, is misunderstood as a theoretical articulation of the problem of freedom and determinism. It is more of a sign or picture of the mood of radical human creaturely dependence upon the Divine: that primordial awareness of the holy.
Otto was also a man who suffered repeated periods of depression and I suspect that the language of mood had a profound significance for him as a scholar. 16 The language of 'mood' is striking in the text. The language he employs of 'numinosen Gemüts-gestimmtheit' (p. 7) deserves unpacking. The term 'numinous' he constructed from the latin 'numen' (on the analogy of omen and ominous). The word is old-fashioned and cognate with the German word for courage, 'der Mut' . Gemüt is almost impossible to translate: in the German Mystical tradition (with which Otto was deeply familiar) it was the personal-affective core of human agent. Rather than conveying just feeling, 'Gemüt' is the whole thinking-feeling self, even if later it came to be narrowed down to feeling in opposition to thinking. 17 'Gestimmtheit' is cognate with 'Stimmung' or mood or attunement. We might translate/paraphrase 'numinosen Gemüts-gestimmtheit' as the 'affective attunement by the experience of the numinous' .
There is a critique of Schleiermacher in this formulation. This language of Mood or Stimmung is worthy of note and comment. The origins of the word lie in music. The Stimmung is originally the tuning of an instrument. The mood here can be distinguished from another, more colloquial, word often translated as mood in English, 'Laune' . The etymology of Laune lies in the latin 'luna' , 'moon' , like lunatic in English. 'Laune' conveys mood in the sense of unpredictable and fleeting moods. 'Stimmung' , by way of contrast, conveys persisting moods. The tuning of an instrument can be durable and stable, and similarly such moods can be enduring. A harmonious home life might be said to generate a happy Stimmung, just as a finely tuned musical instrument can be an abiding source of harmony. Equally, depression might be an instance of a 'Stimmung' that differs from a Laune by virtue of its abiding and persisting quality. Moreover, with particular relevance to Otto's interest in cult and ritual, 'Stimmung' can refer to both individuals and groups or contexts. One might speak of the mood or Stimmung in a Hindu Temple during a puja, or at a baptism in the Greek Orthodox Church, but one could not speak of the 'Laune' . The 'schwebender ruhender Stimmung versunkener Andacht' of which Otto writes in Das Heilige is the fitting mood of one who is deeply attuned to the Holy.
Another important definitional aspect of the numinous is its associated 'Energie' . Otto uses the loanword or Fremdwort 'Energie' to express this aspect of the numinous that can be seen vividly in the demonic as well as higher levels of ideas of the 'living God' . This is the inspiring aspect of religion:
Sie sind dasjenige irrationale Moment am numen das, wo es erfahren wird, das Gemüt des Menschen aktiviert, zum 'Eifern' bringt, mit ungeheuer Spannung und Dynamik erfüllt, sei es in Askese, sei es in Eifern gegen Welt und Fleisch, in heroischem Wirken und Handeln in dem die Erregtheit nach aussen ausbricht.
(The energetic is that irrational moment in the numen where it is experienced. The soul (Gemüt) is activated and brought to 'zeal' filled with prodigious tension and dynamism, whether in an asceticism, in a zeal opposed to the World and the Flesh, or in heroic deeds and activity in which the tumultuous energy (Erregtheit) bursts forth.)
One might note that it is through the energy of the numinous that soul is inspired and driven to extraordinary deeds ('Das Gemüt des Menschen aktiviert'). One might think of a figure like Gandhi, whom Otto discussed. 18 This aspect is meant to explain the motivating and inspiring power of religion, and particularly in the mystical tradition. In the revised edition of Das Heilige, Otto cross-references his analysis of the 'dynamische Mystik bei Eckehart' in his West-östliche Mystik. The mood or Stimmung that affects the Gemüt through the experience of the Holy may be one of world transforming tumultuous zeal.
Religion as sui generis
Otto's work is opposed to the French sociological school of Henri Hubert, Marcel Mauss, and Emile Durkheim. These thinkers belong to a venerable tradition of 'bottom up' accounts of the phenomenon of religion. On such views, one should endeavour to account for the appearance of religion in non-religious terms. Is it not obvious that the holy is culturally constructed in historically contingent forms? Gordon Lynch in a recent book on the topic of the sacred writes dismissively of endeavour like that of Otto as evidently obsolete: 18 otto, Autobiographical and Social Essays, To suggest that there is some kind of universal, essential experience underlying the sui generis phenomenon of religion or the sacred is problematic precisely because the categories of 'religion' and the 'sacred' are themselves contingent, historically situated, and non-universal concepts. 19 This, frankly, begs the question. The nominalist or constructivist account of religion or the sacred may be correct, but may not be. A historian or philologist may doubt whether a term such as 'religio' is equivalent to early modern or modern ideas of 'religion' , or 'dharma' in Sanskrit is a proper equivalent but this does not settle the philosophical or theological problem. The use of certain terms does not settle the matter of existence. Oxygen, for example, existed long before the emergence of that label. The same may be true of the sacred or religion.
Otto conceived of his West-östliche Mystik, first published in 1926 (reprinted in 1929) as a development of Das Heilige. The book is primarily a detailed and powerful comparison of Meister Eckhart and Śaṅkara. Otto was neither a medievalist nor an Indologist by virtue of his primary training, and was venturing into potentially hostile territory. Yet his scholarship is impressive, grounded in a detailed work with the original texts, and repays reading after almost a century. He combines a detailed knowledge of the text of both thinkers with a capacity to build a convincing and sometimes radical picture of both speculative theologians. It is a book far removed from any 'lowest common denominator' comparative theology. While both Śaṅkara and Meister Eckhart represent 'Heilslehre, nicht Metaphysik' , i.e. 'soteriology rather than metaphysics' , Meister Eckhart's gothic-medieval Christian soteriology is nevertheless quite distinct from Indic notions of bondage to saṃsāra (rebirth) and the urge for salvation (mokṣa) in Śaṅkara. Otto draws and develops powerful analysis of both thinkers upon the basis of his own core notion of the Holy. While alive to the differences of culture, Otto is equally sensitive to cross-cultural features.
Otto employs a typology of mysticism that distinguishes between two primary paths: interiority, 'Der Weg nach Innen' , and the unitive gaze, 'Einheitsschau' . He also refers to three other features of the mystical tradition that do not apply to either Eckhart or Śaṅkara. These are fantastical visionary experience (Illuminaten-Mystik), highly charged emotional rapture (Empfindungsmystik), and finally nature-devotion (Naturmystik). These latter forms are important and can be found, e.g. respectively in Swedenborg, Theresa of Avila, or St Francis. With this schema at his disposal, Otto draws striking parallels between the 'mysticism' of both Eckhart and Śaṅkara as constituted by a hybrid of the first two types: the exploration of inwardness and the contemplation of absolute unity. Otto demonstrates quite convincingly that the sense of the sacred in the German Dominican Eckhart is, in many ways, closer to that of the Indian Advaitan master than it is to the work of, say, St Francis. Otto argues forcefully that Eckhart and Śaṅkara both rely upon an idea of utter transcendence, the absolute other (ganz andere) beyond any introspective awareness and/or intuitive grasp of the cosmos as an integrated totality, and this idea of transcendence defies conceptual determination. This makes it unlikely that the certain core features of the work of Eckhart and Śaṅkara rely upon the merely 'contingent, historically situated, and non-universal' features of their respective experience. If this is true, and it is plausibly argued by Otto, one can dismiss the jejune constructivism of a sociologist like Gordon Lynch as a form of post-modern dogmatism. 19 lynch, The Sacred in the Modern World, 13.
The religious a priori
The idea of a human instinct for religion, the religious a priori, has been frequently challenged. Arguments for the irreducible relativity of human religious beliefs (and lack thereof) have been adduced since the Athenian Enlightenment that produced Socrates. Moreover, this challenge to the idea of a predisposition to the Holy sometimes takes on a twist: one posed in terms of Divine Hiddenness. If God exists, he would surely have provided humans with a predilection for belief. Why has God not left sufficient evidence to make his existence credible? Recent work in cognitive science has provided evidence that human beings are predisposed to belief in the Divine. The basic idea in this research is that particular belief structures give rise to religion. Ubiquitous beliefs in non-material agency or purposiveness in the universe mean, effectively, that religion is innate to humanity. Robert McCauley argues in his book Why Religion is Natural and Science is Not, that in cognitive terms religion is natural to human beings, in stark contrast to science. The religious mind emerges from our 'natural' cognitive tendencies or biases. 20 Justin Barrett has worked on the beliefs of children and claims that children possess a natural tendency to believe in divinity and this is certainly not the result of adult indoctrination. 21 Barrett presents human intuitions as forged by the unconscious mental processes that are cross-cultural: humans see purpose and look for design, which leads to the idea of a creator.
The idea of a disposition to believe in divinity can be an argument for atheism or theism. The claim about the genesis of a belief does not affect its validity. The findings of cognitive science, however, could be deployed in a theological mode: to show that the human heart is attuned to and prepared for revelation, that there exists an innate receptiveness to the holy. 22 While this would be far from providing a 'scientific' rational for Otto, it does, nevertheless, rebut any facile dismissal of Otto's theory as merely anachronistic Neo-Kantianism.
The sacred as category of philosophical theology
The 'holy' as a category is more suitable than 'theism' for philosophical discussions of the nature and role of religion. Recent debates about secularisation can be misleading if the opposition between profanum and sanctum is construed as contrast between theism and atheism. Otto himself was committed to a strong version of theism; his clearly articulated position that the richer forms of religion are soteriological. Indeed, he says that salvation-religion is a pleonasm, at least with the more sophisticated forms of religion. 23 Such higher religions are not just soteriological within in the Christian context, but there are other Gnadenreligionen, as in Buddhism with its ideal of awakening (bodhi), or the achievement of spiritual knowledge (jñāna) or divine grace (īśvara-prasāda) in Hinduism. 24 Yet the discussion of religious phenomenon that presupposes theism as the default option, whether in writers as distinguished as Charles Taylor or John Hick, or the so-called 'New Atheists ' , 20 McCauley, Why Religion is Natural and Science is Not. 21 Barrett, Born Believers. 22 alles, 'rudolf otto and the Cognitive Science of religion' . 23 'Von "erlösungsreligion" zu reden ist eigentlich ein Pleonasmus, wenigstens wenn man die höheren entwickelten formen von religion im auge hat ' (193) . 24 otto, Das Heilige, 51.
can seem parochial and Eurocentric. Otto was one of the first Western thinkers to engage with Zen Buddhism. 25 Otto was an enthusiastic traveller: from North Africa, the Middle East, India and the Far East and he founded a collection of ritual and cult objects in Marburg. Some of his descriptions of stupendous majesty of Hindu architecture are worth recalling. His description of the Shiva Trimūrti in the Elephanta caves near Mumbai is most eloquent:
One climbs halfway up the mountainside on magnificent stone steps until a wide gate opens on the right in the volcanic rocks. This leads into one of the mightiest of early Indian rock temples. Heavy pillars hewn out of the rock support the roof. The eye slowly accustoms itself to the semi-darkness, gradually distinguishes awesome representations -carved into the wall -of the religious epics of India until it reaches the imposing central recess. Here an image rises up out of the rock which I can only compare with a few of the sculptures of Japan the great representations of Christ in early Byzantine churches. It is a three-headed form, carved only as far as the breast … in threefold human size. Still and powerful the central head looks down, with both the others in profile. Over the image rests a perfect peace and majesty. Shiva is represented here as the one who creates, preserves and destroys the world, and yet as the one who also saves and blessed. Nowhere else have I found the secret of the transcendent world, the other world more grandly and perfectly expressed than in these three heads. … To see this place were alone worth a journey to India, while from the spirit of religion which has lived here, one may experience more in a single hour of contemplation than from all the books. 26 For Otto, the depiction of Shiva is a perfection illustration of the mysterium tremendum et fascinans. Like Dionysus, with whom he has often been associated, Shiva is the source of both horror and delight.
Otto was a patriotic German but he was sufficiently idealistic to found the Religiöser Menschheitbund (Interreligious League) -with the avowed aim of establishing international peace and social justice and moral progress through co-operation by representatives of all the great world religions. He was initially the one who suggested the name of The Eranos group to its founder Fröbe. 27 At these early meetings of the group in Ascona, Jung, Eliade, and other formative scholars of religion met and discussed their work. Poor health prevented Otto from attending meetings in Ascona, but his influence among the prominent figures is indisputable.
The intellectual legacy of Otto and Eranos
Otto's deployment of the idea of the holy and the numinous served to buttress the resistance to reductionist accounts of religion. A number of leading scholars of religion took their lead from him in this respect. Carl Gustav Jung is a striking instance of the legacy and his refusal to follow his mentor Freud in viewing religion as the introjection of parental pressures on the child or projection of psychic anxieties generally. 'Religious experience is numinous, as Rudolf Otto calls it, and for me, as a psychologist, this experience differs from all others in the way it transcends the ordinary categories of time, space and causality. ' 28 Carl Gustav Jung wrote a letter in 1945, which confirmed the significance of the 'numinous' for his work: 25 almond, Rudolf Otto. 26 Ibid., 23-4. 27 hakl, Eranos, 50. 28 McGuire and hull, C.G. Jung Speaking, 230. It always seemed to me as if the real milestones were certain symbolic events characterized by a strong emotional tone. You are quite right, the main interest of my work is not concerned with the treatment of neuroses but rather with the approach to the numinous. But the fact is that the approach to the numinous is the real therapy and inasmuch as you attain to the numinous experiences you are released from the curse of pathology. Even the very disease takes on a numinous character. 29 The encounter with the numinous is viewed as a healing process. Jung was not professionally a scholar of religion: his immediate concern was with the process of individuation as a path of psychic therapy. Yet Jung saw his own work as embedded within a greater cultural context than 'scientific' psychology and his sympathy for Otto reinforced the influence of the great sage of Marburg.
Otto's influence in the United States was mediated by his student Joachim Wach in the mid-twentieth century. 30 Mircea Eliade is another example of a theorist of religion who starts from a position closely cognate to that of Otto (and Jung). In his Traité d'histoire des religions, Eliade explicitly develops a morphology of the holy. 31 He insists that religion should be studied qua religion not in terms of psychology or sociology or anthropology: a religious phenomenon will only be recognized as such if it is grasped at its own level, that is to say, if it is studied as something religious. To try to grasp the essence of such a phenomenon by means of physiology, psychology, sociology, economics, linguistics, art or any other study is false; it misses the one unique and irreducible element in it the element of the sacred. Obviously there are no purely religious phenomena … But it would be hopeless to try and explain religion in terms of any one of these basic functions … It would be as futile as thinking you could explain Madame Bovary by a list of social, economic and political facts; however true, they do not effect it as a work of literature. 32
Eliade's The Sacred and The Profane takes Otto as its point of departure. The ideas of the homo religiosus as a cross-cultural phenomenon and takes the numinous as the basis for contemplating religion as grounded in the experience of a transcendence that stands over against the profane. Thus the centrality of hierophany as the visitation or appearance of the sacred both bear an obvious relation to Otto's Das Heilige. A hierophany constitutes a manifestation of the Holy: a 'revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the non-reality of the vast surrounding expanse' . 33 Eliade's example of Moses and the Burning bush and Moses removing his shoes is a passage mentioned by Otto.
To remain in transit between Marburg and Chicago, Paul Tillich's view of religion as 'unconditional concern' , and his emphasis upon the abysmal dimension of the Godhead, has an obvious affinity with Otto's notion of the numinous-Holy, as it does with Eliade's idea of the Sacred. Paul Tillich was a colleague of Otto at Marburg, and later offered seminars with Eliade at Chicago. It is hard to imagine that the intellectual ferment of theology at Marburg in that period left no deep influence. Tillich discusses Otto at various stages of his work, including his Systematic Theology. 34 His analysis of the demonic in particular, suggests a strong reliance upon Otto.
I would like to conclude with another great 'Eranos' figure, the pioneering and controversial scholar of Iranian and Islamic mysticism , Henry Corbin (1903 -1978 visited Marburg in 1930 and the first person he visited was Rudolf Otto. Henry Corbin describes the encounter in lyrical terms:
How can I describe the overwhelming impression made upon the young philosopher that I was arriving in Marburg at the beginning of July 1930? The enchantment of the place, of that 'inspired hill' living by and for the University, the magnificent forests surrounding it … I stayed there for over a month. My first visit was with Rudolf Otto, already at that time professor emeritus. Otto was such an important figure in the Liberal Protestant Germany of the day that [despite his semi-retired status] he was engaged in a constant hum of activity. His books on 'the Sacred' on 'Oriental and Occidental Mysticism' , his profound knowledge of the philosophical and religious schools of India were all so impressive, and more impressive still was the simplicity with which this eminent savant conversed in an admirably classical French. He spoke with me -novice that I was -as with a young colleague, and this precisely due to my study of Arabic.
Two coincidences worth noting: the first being that, during my stay in Marburg, Rabindranath Tagore happened to arrive as well. I will never forget the diaphanous beauty of the venerable faces of those two Ancients, Rabindranath Tagore and Rudolf Otto, sitting side by side upon the dais of the Aula Magna of the University of Marburg. The second coincidence being that it was exactly in this period that Olga Fröbe-Kapteyn came to Marburg where she held lengthy discussions with Rudolf Otto regarding a project she was considering and to which ultimately Rudolf Otto would lend both the definitive form and meaning. This project having once taken its rightful shape the Ascona Eranos circle was born (I will return to dwell upon this circle and the role it was to have in my life as a researcher a little later). On more than one occasion Olga and I have recalled our respective emotions pressing the buzzer at the entrance of Rudolf Otto's home. 35 In this delightful vignette, Corbin beautifully evokes the presence of Otto and the great Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore in the enchanting Hessian university town of Marburg. Clearly, the vision and erudition of Otto furnished a profound inspiration for the Ascona-Eranos circle. Corbin, at that period, was beginning to forge his own scholarly path under the guidance of Louis Massignon, with the work on the Persian Platonists that became his vocation. His vision of the mundus imaginalis, the Iranian-Islamic world of the prophetic vision of a domain that is neither the realm of empirical facts but nor is it the direct apprehension of the intelligibles (or the Divine ideas) is, I think, much closer to Das Heilige of Rudolf Otto than many assume. One can only speculate that this early encounter with Rudolf Otto left a deep impression upon the young Frenchman. 36
Conclusion
If Rudolf Otto seemed rather outdated in the first half of the twentieth century, he can seem surprisingly relevant a century later. In our increasingly 'global' world, the disdain of the dialectical theologians in Marburg for Otto's interest in comparative religion appears now a pyrrhic victory. Moreover, the emergence of cognitive science of religion, with its interest in exploring innate dispositions towards religion, has fuelled an interest in a religious 'a priori' that dovetails with the interests of Otto himself. More significantly, Otto furnishes a contribution to the problem of the religious imagination. The forms that religion takes in human culture: from the eerie prehistoric cave paintings in Chauvet to the sublime Temples 35 Corbin, Biographical Post-scriptum to a Philosophical Interview. 36 Corbin, Alone with the Alone.
of Tamil Nadu or Kyoto, the mysteries of Eleusis or the angels of the Zoroastrians, the austere geometric architecture of the great Mosques or the Pentecostal Christian Churches in Africa or Asia, these forms are shaped by human imagination. The philosophical and theological question is whether religion itself is merely 'imaginary' or whether these living forms of the imagination are but a response to, and articulation of, ineffable and transcendent holiness? Rudolf Otto provides an answer to that question.
